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I’m sitting in the backroom of the Shemets Delicatessen, enjoying a hot pastrami sandwich, 
enormous kosher pickle and strong black coffee, while the wife of the proprietor shows me one of the 
original manuscripts of her newly published Shadow of the Torturer. Ruchel Shemets, writing under the 
name Quellcrist Thatcher, has composed no fewer than nine works of musical theater, including the 
widely acclaimed oratorio A Stone’s Throw and the always popular Saint Alia of the Knife. An operatic 
adaptation of the 1980 Gene Wolfe speculative fiction classic of the same name, Shadow of the Torturer 
has been hailed as the finest dramatic work since the Fall by such luminaries as infamous theater critic 
Sax Brueghel, who is rumored to be staging an exclusive production in his private opera house on 
Etemenanki. 

Thatcher points to a spider’s nest of scribbled annotations, so cramped as to be almost illegible. 
“The music, lyrics are mine, but the plot, some of the setting details I had help with,” referring to the 
infinite number of mysteries, alternate interpretations and fantheories that accompany Wolfe’s magnum 
opus. “The boys on Urth.net, this is all them.” Mesh access to the greater Solar System isn’t totally 
restricted on Gelem, but she admits that she might have bent the rules on just what sort of communication 
is permissible, and how much of it. “I may have burned a bridge or two with the sysadmin” she turns a 
page on one of the violin parts, chuckling, “nothing some knish and a bottle of good kvass can’t smooth 
over though.” 

Gelem 

Location: Main Belt 

Station Type: ‘Tefillin’ (Sarcophagus) 
Allegiance: Independent (Autonomist) 
Gravity: .85 

Primary Languages: Yiddish 
Population: 20,000 

The habitat’s name, an industry term meaning ‘uncut stone,’ is an allusion to its origins as the pet 
project of one of the last Orthodox diamond moguls, and one of the few to diversify his holdings 
sufficiently to survive the age of free carbon with his billions intact. The Fall was less kind to him, and 
following the more or less total annihilation of the company that owned their home, the people of Gelem 
were left to manage their own affairs. 

Towering over the entrance to the main hab from the docking station is a passage from the 
Tanakh. Samuel 8:10, carved in big, blocky Hebrew script, with AR overlays in every language from 
Cantonese to Clickwise. It reminds the reader of the Prophet’s dire warning to the Israelites against 
asking for a king to reign over them. I don’t have to tell anyone reading this that ‘Nationalist Anarchism’ 
isn’t exactly popular in the AA. Memes like god, tradition and conformity don’t always play well with 
the average Autonomist, and it isn’t uncommon to hear it referred to as ‘Anarcho Fascism’ or even the 
less flattering ‘Anarcho Nazism.’ To this I merely respond that from the time of the Book of Judges, 
where everyone did as he saw fit, to the Kibbutzim of 20th century Israel, there’s always been a germ of 
communitarian anarchism somewhere in Jewish political thought. 


Like Jewish communities before the Fall since time immemorial, the people of Gelm (primarily 
Conservative and Orthodox, along with substantial Reform and Reconstructionist minorities and a few 
other assorted denominations), must decide how they will engage with modernity. Along with Horeb, 
whose output Gelm’s scholars disagree with almost as fiercely as they do with one another, the station is 
the Solar System’s leading exporter of Rabbinic literature on the subject. These questions are more often 
than not devolved to individual shtetlach, and from there often to individual neighborhoods, 
congregations or even households. For example: essential hab work, especially on the Sabbath, is often 
performed by dumb AI sleeved in synths, imaginatively termed ‘golems.’ Are AI run robots a 
permissible substitute for a shabbos goy? Do they fall under the halakhah for slavery? Should they be 
paid wages? This isn’t even getting into the arguments about resleeving (the hab has precisely one body 
bank), uplifts (there aren’t any) and nanofabrication, which is unrestricted but unpopular on the grounds 
that it reduces interdependence, accelerates social atomization and generally cheapens life. “Sure they eat 
out of a maker breakfast, lunch and dinner, some yeshiva students, but for the rest of us we have the deli.” 

Like every culture, maybe even more so, food occupies the center stage of Jewish life, and in 
Gelm this means grappling with a host of theological questions around the compromises required by the 
material realities of life in the year 10 AF. Is vat grown meat really meat? Does such an animal count as 
having lived a ‘full life?’ What if it’s instantiated in an accelerated simspace for subjective time equal to 
what it would have lived in reality before it was slaughtered? Is it kosher to toss the rear half of the cow 
back in and ghola up a new one? Is it permissible to employ a monomolecular hallaf, or should the blade 
be cast from stainless or high carbon steel? And don’t you dare get anyone started on whether someone’s 
bagels are really bagels, or what constitutes a pickle. “All our meat, sandwiches, everything’s AR 
tagged,” Thatcher explains, “so they know where it came from, how they killed it, you know. Then still 
some of them won’t buy from a giyoret, and to them we say fine, chop your own liver.” Thatcher isn’t 
reticent about her gentile heritage (although when she speaks English it’s often with what seems the 
almost comically exaggerated sentence structure of a native Yid), but she’s slightly more taciturn about 
the rest of her past, or what drew her to what is by most accounts a very conservative, bordering on 
reactionary society. Good thing I’m not here to discuss politics. 

In response to what exactly prompts her to write about the subjects she does, she explains that the 
music theatrical canon already groans under the weight of innumerable titans of Jewish theater. “Judas 
Maccabeus, Fiddler on the Roof, it’s all been done, I can’t compete with that. And this is one that I love,” 
out comes the dogeared copy of Shadow and Claw, every page almost totally covered with sticky notes 
and ballpoint pen, “it hasn’t been done yet, this one, and you can really hang a whole show off it.” When 
I ask if it’s odd for her to adapt one of history’s great Catholic authors, whether the religious component 
is ever awkward given her or her family’s religious background, she scoffs. “Sure Yesod and Tzadkiel 
are a couple of ours, but it doesn’t matter. You don’t have to be a Papist or a Jew or anything else to get 
something out of it. It’s not some tract the guy pushed out. Redemption, revenge, sacrifice, it’s about. 
Timeless themes.” She smiles. “Or it’s just about wizards maybe, and a guy who gets tricked by aliens.” 
Her favorite character is Agia. “It’s so petty, what gets her and her brother even involved in the story at 
all. And then it builds from there, where she keeps trying to get revenge on Severian, and he doesn’t take 
her seriously, and then at the end she has him right where she wants him and she rescues him, and maybe 
the whole Universe too.” 

It’s somewhat common knowledge that Thatcher has never actually seen any of her work staged. 
When asked if she plans to break the habit for Shadow she immediately declines. “The second I start 


looking at how other people see my work I’m going to start obsessing over it, I know, and from there I’ Il 
micromanage everything I write after that.” The coffee is very good; she pours me another cup. “Once 
they decide to put on one of my shows it’s theirs. I can write the lyrics and the score and maybe 
suggestions for blocking, but everything else is up to them.” I ask whether she plans to adapt the rest of 
New Sun and she answers in the affirmative, “Don’t hold your breath but I'll make it to Urth eventually.” 
She’s far more reticent about the other novels in the Solar Cycle. “Short Sun I’m still reading. It’s a 
different kind of story, it’s him reflecting on his own life, whether he was a good husband and father.” 
She sits forward, sighing and pressing a finger to her temple. “Maybe once my kids are out of the house, 
I'll see how I feel about it, when I get old too.” 

People still get old here. Not as quickly as they would have a thousand years ago, but considering 
the average family size here (Thatcher has four children, she and her husband are contemplating a fifth) 
it’s a fact of life that sooner or later the older generation will need to cede space to their descendents, to 
make economical use of resources. Critics have suggested that only someone living in a world where 
permanent death was a real, however distant possibility could have composed Shadow, and that only 
someone who lives in that world can really appreciate it. Someone who accepts on faith that a higher 
power will grant them eternal life, rather than trusting godlike technology to make them functionally 
immortal. 

I finish my sandwich and start on the coleslaw. 


The <script, stage directions and musical score> for Quellcrist Thatcher’s Shadow of the Torturer are 
published under Creative Commons license, share and share alike. Erato’s Grand Erato Opera House is 


currently selling <tickets> for their opening night. Locus’ Thousand Clowns Drama Queens are likewise 
planning on staging a <production> of their own. 


Drama would like to thank the Gelem Great Sanhedrin for graciously permitting us to publish <XP> of 
our full interview with Mrs. Thatcher, available exclusively to our subscribers. 


>>beefSteak: Why did you send me this? What does it have to do with anything? 

>>Typhon y Piaton: I take it you didn’t play the XP. 

>>beefSteak: Of course I didn’t play the XP. If I want to eat sandwiches and listen to someone’s mom 
tell me about books I’ve never read I can do that in real life. 

>>Typhon y Piaton: Well, look at it. I promise you won’t need more than a minute to figure out why. 


>>beefSteak: ...Is that a Futura? 

>>Typhon y Piaton: Glad you were paying attention. 

>>beefSteak: Well I’m guessing the biosculpting was intended to throw people off, but it isn’t going to 
fool anyone who knows what they’re looking for. Who is she? 

>>Typhon y Piaton: We don’t know. 

>>beefSteak: So, what you’re saying is we missed one. 

>>Typhon y Piaton: It would appear so. 

>>beefSteak: So... What’s our play? 

>>Typhon y Piaton: Well, she doesn’t seem to be causing any trouble, so ordinarily I’d be all for 
observing and reporting for the foreseeable future. Trouble is... 

>>beefSteak: We’re not the only ones in the Solar System who saw this, and we’re not the only ones 
looking for Lost. 

>>Typhon y Piaton: That is indeed the case. 

>>beefSteak: I don’t know if that’s better or worse than- wait, she has kids, right? 

>>Typhon y Piaton: Again, it would appear so. 

>>beefSteak: Did she make them the old fashioned way? Can Futuras even do that? 

>>Typhon y Piaton: I don’t know. 

>>beefSteak: Does that mean the kids are also... 

>>Typhon y Piaton: I don’t know. 


